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Twenty-one leaders from Spain, Portugal, and Latin America including 18 presidents met at the
Argentine resort of Bariloche Oct. 16-17 for the V Ibero-American Summit. The theme of the summit
was, "Education as an Essential Element for Economic and Social Development." Burdened by
increasing economic and social problems, some of the leaders questioned the costs of present
policies. In their final documents, the leaders pledged greater cooperation, while criticizing US
policy toward Cuba and nuclear testing in the Pacific.
The site of the summit mirrored many of the problems facing the leaders who were gathered there.
Bariloche, an idyllic resort in the Argentine mountains 1,800 km southwest of Buenos Aires, is
located in the state of Rio Negro, scene of recent violent protests against the effects of the rigid
neoliberal economic policies of the Argentine government. Many state workers have not been
paid for several months, and unemployment is a staggering 18%. Retirees have not received their
pensions since May, public hospitals only take emergency cases, and schools were in session only
four months of the school year because of budget cuts and teachers' strikes. Just prior to the arrival
of the heads of state, many angry residents protested that more than US$5 billion was spent on the
conference when the country is in a severe economic recession.
However, the social and economic problems in Rio Negro are not isolated. Studies conducted in
preparation for the summit painted a bleak picture of the Latin American economic and social
scene, while extolling education as the best impetus for economic growth and development in a
technological age and the best guarantee for stable, equitable, and participatory democratic systems.
Despite many optimistic economic indicators, the situation for the continent's poor not only has not
improved, but has worsened, according to the studies. Figures from the UN's Economic Commission
for Latin America and the Caribbean (ECLAC) indicate that the number of Latin Americans living
in poverty grew from 83 million in 1970 to 230 million 48% of the population in 1995. Latin America
suffers the world's worst distribution of wealth, with 10% of the population receiving 67% of the
income while the poorest 20% receive only 3.1%.
In addition, 15% of Latin American adults are illiterate and, according to the UN Food and
Agriculture Organization (FAO), 59 million Latin Americans suffer from malnutrition. Bolivia,
Colombia, Ecuador, El Salvador, Guatemala, Haiti, Honduras, Nicaragua, and the Dominican
Republic are among the 88 nations worldwide with a serious food deficit. Moreover, according
to Severino de Melo Araujo, assistant director general of the FAO, World Bank studies show an
alarming decline in investment in agriculture in Latin America, along with declining prices. "Market
forces do not solve the problems of development and well-being in the world," said de Melo, adding
that hunger is one of the most serious of those problems.
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The World Bank report released for the conference said, "In Latin America and the Caribbean,
the lack of equity in the distribution of investments in human capital has also fostered inequality
in income and increased poverty." Anticipating the summit's focus on education, the study said
Latin America has "invested much more in secondary education than primary," and, as a result,
"the rich have received a much larger proportion of the public expenditure on education than the
poor, especially the indigenous population." However, many in the region blame these problems on
policies promoted by institutions such as the World Bank, and on the neoliberal economic policies
that have been implemented regionwide.
At a recent conference of the Latin American Association of Sociologists in Mexico, the group
said that the concentration of power and economic resources inherent in neoliberalism implies
"growing informalization of work relations, denationalization and privatization of natural resources,
deterioration of the environment, and deepening poverty." The sociologists charged that the policies
of the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank are dismantling public services,
including education, at the same time that they are "strengthening the repressive apparatus." They
said the policies take away from the state its social responsibilities and turn them over to private,
and therefore exclusive, entities. Faced with these sobering realities, leaders at the summit reflected
on the need to improve education in their countries.
Argentina's President Carlos Saul Menem tied education to the need for more economic integration.
"To confront the challenges we face, we must make education accessible for our people, and
therefore educational policies must be genuine policies of the state," said Menem. "Today we are
at a turning point with respect to socioeconomic trends that characterized our countries in past
decades. We must consolidate our integration and our democratic processes, maintain stability,
continue to recover social justice, and continue economic growth." However, Colombian president
Ernesto Samper warned that the social costs of present economic policies "could erase the efforts
made during the 1980s toward democratization." Samper also said the Latin American foreign debt
is being paid at the cost of the social debt, including increased poverty in the region, the growing
gap between the rich and the poor, the escalation in the numbers of street children, and "the
degradation" of salaries.
Cuban President Fidel Castro stressed the need to find common ground. "Times change," said
Castro. "At times, some have problems and others have fewer problems. But no one can be happy
when others, even those with who we disagree, have difficulties." Castro also told the audience that
in Cuba the per capita ratio of professors and teachers is among the highest in the world. "Even the
IMF and the World Bank speak of social problems and the need to resolve them," said the Cuban
president. "Rather than think of our ideological differences, I prefer to believe that we will unite to
save our America from hunger, poverty, ignorance, and disease, so that the horrible situation will
no longer exist where some don't know what to throw in the garbage and others don't know what
to pick out of the garbage in order to live." Chile's Eduardo Frei said countries must increase the
amount they invest in education, while Paraguay's Juan Carlos Wasmosy insisted that the "mission"
of the heads of state and of Ibero-American governments is to "achieve sustainable development" to
achieve "greater well-being for our peoples."
However, while the Ibero-American leaders made speeches calling for improvements in education
as a tool to promote democracy, representatives of teachers' unions from 16 countries were
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meeting in Buenos Aires, under the sponsorship of the Confederacion de Trabajadores de la
Educacion (CTERA). In a document presented to the heads of state meeting in Bariloche, the
teachers condemned the generalized neoliberal policies in the region that promote "privatization of
public education, reduction of education budgets, and brutal cuts in teachers' salaries." The teachers
pointed out the contradiction of governments that extend the scope of compulsory education while
they refuse to invest adequate money in education. They also warned that, through privatization,
education "will become a commodity and, as such, will have an increasingly unequal distribution,
meaning shrinking access for the majority of people while creating higher levels of excellence for the
minorities with greater purchasing power."
Although the leaders spent most of the conference dealing with education, the US embargo against
Cuba also received considerable attention. The issue has been on the table since the first IberoAmerican summit in Guadalajara, Mexico, in 1991, but until now the leaders have always bowed
to US pressure and shied away from making a strong condemnation of the US. This year, with the
support of Menem, who has previously promoted the US position, a somewhat stronger statement
emerged. The summit's final document expressed concern about pending legislation in the US
Congress to tighten the trade embargo against Cuba, deploring "all action that restricts international
trade."
"We view with particular concern the legal changes now being debated in the US Congress, which
would go in the opposite direction to the principles that we want to see applied," the document said.
The explicit criticism of the US came as a surprise after delegates had indicted earlier that the final
document would not name either the US or Cuba because of a lack of agreement on wording. While
the final document also did not mention either France or China, criticism of those two countries was
clear in the condemnation of nuclear tests in the Pacific. "We deeply deplore all nuclear tests, in
particular those recently carried out in the Pacific Ocean," the final document said. "Any test of this
nature poses potential health, safety, and environmental risks. We urge all states to put an end to
such tests." [Sources: Inter Press Service, 09/27/95, 10/05/95, 10/11/95; La Jornada (Mexico), 10/05/95,
10/17/95; Agence France-Presse, 10/11/95, 10/13-15/95, 10/17/95; Reuter, 10/13/95, 10/14/95, 10/17/95]
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